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HEINE'S RETURN TO GOD 



Recantation has been the fate of many ultra-free thinkers. In 
his renunciation of paganism and his return to God, Heinrich Heine 
finds himself in illustrious company. Brentano, Tolstoy, Wilde, 
Strindberg — to mention only a few — experienced the struggle and 
the bitterness of a similar facing-about, when their philosophy of 
life was put under the strain of an unexpected test. 

Involuntarily one is apt to refer to these cases as instances of 
conversion. The term is convenient, and no psychology of conver- 
sion could afford to neglect the lives of these men in studying the 
fundamental laws of the psychic life. Yet it must be remembered 
that, on the whole, theology has had an undisputed monopoly of 
this term and that psychology must hesitate to use it so long as it is 
not freed from some of its most clinging associations. Thus con- 
version is regarded by theology as essentially a new attitude of mind 
prompted by an act of divine grace — accordingly as something 
imposed from without rather than prepared by slow, invisible 
growth from within,^ whereas science must necessarily discard any 
such mystical factor in its analyses. The frequent "suddenness" 
of conversion, therefore, becomes only an apparent suddenness. 
Furthermore, conversion customarily signifies the acceptance of a 
more or less definite religious orthodoxy, and its genuineness is 
attested by an overwhelming sense of sin. 

As regards Heine, therefore, at any rate, discretion forbids the 
use of the term "conversion," inasmuch as his change of philosophy 
was neither sudden, nor in the direction of any rehgious orthodoxy, 
nor accompanied by any marked sense of sin. 

To turn from the slippery ground of terms to the rock bottom 
of facts, however, the fundamental veering-about of Heine on the 
basic question of eternal values, during the last decade of his life, 
is an indisputable fact. It is a fact despite the slip-shod haste of 

1 It Is, of course, beyond the scope of this paper to touch upon the dilemma created 
for theology by the Interaction between God's arbitrary grace and a "free will" on the 
part of man. 
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78 Hermann J. Weigand 

still occasionally recurring denials which pretend to see in Heine's 
recantation of paganism simply a last gigantic hoax and mystification 
of the public.^ Such denials come from two classes of people: from 
those who have never examined the data first-hand; and from those 
who are incapable of approaching any complex psychological ques- 
tion with an open mind. 

Avoiding controversy, I shall in the course of this paper (1) touch 
upon the chief data establishing Heine's mental transformation as a 
fact; (2) show in some detail the nature of Heine's new attitude; 
and (3) attempt the more difficult task of analyzing the motives 
which prompted Heine's renunciation of his past. 



The first signs of a religious crisis preparing itself in Heine occur 
in 1845 — ^that memorable year which marked the beginning of 
Heine's bitter struggle with his family over the legacy he claimed 
from his deceased uncle Solomon, and marked also the beginning of 
the general paralysis which ended in his death.^ A letter bearing 
the date of October 31, addressed to his friend and publisher, Campe, 
shows that Heine was already at that time aware of a change going 
on within him and that he struggled against it. With prophetic 
intuition he says: "Ein tieferer Ernst, ein unklarer Ungestiim hat 
mich ergriffen, der vielleicht eigentiimlich furchtbare Ausbriiche 
gestattet in Prosa und Versen — aber das ist doch nicht was mir 
ziemt und was ich wollte." Three years later this change had 
progressed far enough for Heine to substitute "God" for "the gods" 
in his letters. The substance of this change from an aesthetic 
polytheism to a more sober deism is not altered by the frivolous tone 
with which Heine remarks apropos of the revolutionary turmoil of 
1848: "Das ist Universalanarchie, Weltkuddelmuddel, sichtbar 

1 Johannes Scherr, for Instance: "Heine hat den bekannten Bekehrungswitz im 
Eomanzero losgelassen," Allg. Gesch. d. Lit. (1880), II, 380. 

2 An earlier religious crisis of brief duration occurred in 1836, when Heine experi- 
enced a sharp reaction against the life of sensuous enjoyment which he had begun to 
lead with the beautiful charmer who later became his wife. The struggle within his 
soul between his "Hellenic" doctrines of enjoyment and his longings for a crown of 
thorns is vividly depicted in a letter to the Princess Belglojoso (October 30. 1836) and 
In his famous Tannhauser poem. This time, however, in reality, as in the poem, Hellen- 
ism came off triumphant and his " Nazarene" longings were forgotten in a continued whirl 
of pleasure. 
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Heine's Return to God 79 

gewordener Gotteswahnsinn! Der Alte muss eingesperrt werden, 
wenn das so fortgeht. Das haben die Atheisten verschuldet, die 
ihn toll geargert" (letter to Campe, July 9, 1848). Nor is it altered 
by the fact that Heine seems averse to blaming the gods for his 
sufferings, rather singling out God for the purpose: "Nie haben die 
Gotter, oder vielmehr der liebe Gott (wie ich jetzt zu sagen pfiege), 
einen Menschen arger heimgesucht" (letter to Campe, April 30, 
1849). Yet sporadic passages from private letters like these would 
not carry the force of conviction, were they not supplemented by 
pubhc declarations on Heine's part beginning with 1849. In an 
open letter of that year he makes this frank confession : 

Unterdessen, ich will es freimtitig gestehen, ist eine grosse Umwandlung 
mit mir vorgegangen: ich bin kein gottlicher Bipede mehr; ich bin nicht 
mehr der "freieste Deutsche nach Goethe," wie mich Ruge in gesiindern 
Tagen genannt hat; ich bin nicht mehr der grosse Heide Nr. II, den man 
mit dem weinlaubumkranzten Dionysus verglich, wahrend man meinem 
KoUegen Nr. I den Titel eines grossherzoglichen weimar'schen Jupiter 
erteilte; ich bin kein lebensfreudiger, etwas wohlbeleibter Hellene mehr, 
der auf triibsinnige Nazarener herablachelte — ich bin jetzt nur ein armer 
totkranker Jude, ein abgezehrtes Bild des Jammers, ein unglucklicher 
Mensch [VII, 537-38] .i 

Two years later followed Heine's famous Nachwort zum Roman- 
zero, in which he bade a touching farewell to his beloved idols and 
unequivocally stated that he had made his peace with God. He 
had not entered the fold of any church nor embraced any particular 
set of dogmas, he declared, to guard against any misunderstanding; 
he had simply returned from the veiled atheism of the Hegelians to 
the faith in a personal God — a God with a will, and a God with the 
power to help (I, 485 ff.). 

From this time forth not only Heine's personal letters but all his 
literary writings up to his death repeat and emphasize the change 
that had taken place within him. Thus his will, as drawn up in 
1851, states that four years previously he had renounced all philo- 
sophic pride and returned to religious ideas and feelings and that he 
was prepared to die a believer in an only God, the eternal creator 
of the world whose mercy he implored for his immortal soul (VII, 
520). Similarly his Preface in 1852 to the new edition of his Religion 

• This and all subsequent quotations are based on Elster's edition. 
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and Philosophy in Germany is a confession that everything in that 
book pertaining to God was as false as it was thoughtlessly uttered 
(IV, 156), a repudiation which he reiterates and enlarges upon in his 
Gestdndnisse, written the year following (VI, 41 ff, 50, 53, 70, etc.). 
Finally, the prefatory remarks to his Memoirs — Heine's last essay in 
prose — leave no doubt that an earlier version of this work had to 
be destroyed by the author, partly owing to religious scruples (VII, 
522, 458). 

The seriousness of any one of the passages alluded to, individually 
considered, might indeed be questioned by a skeptical reader, wont 
to look in Heine's writings only for wit, even at his own expense. 
Taken as a whole, however, and in connection with the poetry of 
the same period which I have not even touched upon for want of 
space, they must convince any open-minded reader of the genuine- 
ness of Heine's return to God. This conviction will be sustained in 
examining Heine's attitude toward his newly found God and toward 
religion in general. 

II 

Heine was well aware that his religious orientation after 1848 
involved a sweeping repudiation of his past teachings and profes- 
sions, and he faced this repudiation with the utmost frankness. 
Instead of trying to make capital out of the religious mantle with 
which he had been wont in the early thirties to drape his gospel of 
enjoyment, he discarded all ornamental trappings and admitted 
that what he had taught and practiced had amounted to atheism, 
similar to a defendant at the bar who hopes to lighten his sentence 
by a clean confession. Rather than resort to denial, he sought to 
base his plea for indulgence on extenuating circumstances. Heine 
reminded the reader of his Confessions — and God, by implication — 
that as a child he had been exposed to the doctrines of French 
eighteenth-century materialism (VI, 69), and that in later life he 
had been seduced by the authority attaching to the Hegelian school. 
He had never been an abstract thinker; he had simply repeated 
what the leaders of the school taught him as true; and he admitted 
that belief in Hegelianism had come to him so naturally because it 
flattered his vanity to regard himself as an autonomous God, the 
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Heine's Return to God 81 

source of all authority and moral law (VI, 48). Thus he regarded 
his former atheism in the light of a serious error rather than of a sin. 
He experienced nothing resembling a crushing sense of guilt calling 
for expiation and atonement. 

In accord with this mental attitude is the marvelous equanimity 
with which Heine endured his terrible sufferings. While at times 
his agony became so acute that he could feel nothing but the divine 
hand smiting him in blind wrath, he preferred in moments of lesser 
tension to regard his tortures not as punishment but rather as a 
divine visitation serving for his further purification. After, as 
before, he loved to contemplate his past life with serenity and satis- 
faction; to mirror his soul and behold it beautiful and pure, marred 
only by scars but not disfigured by blemishes. "Die Hulle fallt 
ab von der Seele, und du kannst sie betrachten in ihrer schonen 
Nacktheit. Da sind keine Flecken, nur Wunden" (VII, 459).' 

Thus, to the last, Heine was enamored of his own fair image. 
In his youth he had sensed this sweet odor of self-adoration by con- 
juring up in his dreams and his poems the vampire maid of ghostly 
beauty, the mermaid and the nymph, who stole to his couch to 
cover him, passively submitting, with passionate caresses. The 
denial of the love he craved from his cousin Amalie had thrown him 
into paroxysms of rage, threatening suicide. In later life he had 
vaunted as none other the sweet incense of flattery. He never 
wavered in his affection for his mother, who must have been the 
first to awaken these stirrings in his bosom. And now, when the 
end was in sight, when less deeply rooted traits of his nature gave 
way under the impetus of unforseen attack, this self-love main- 
tained itself in his relation to his newly found God. 

The God with whose company Heine beguiled the long years of 
slow torture had to respond above all to Heine's desire to be loved. 

» From mimerous passages in a similar -vein, I quote the following from his letters: 

"Ja, Ich bin sehr korperkrank, aber die Seele hat wenlg gelitten; eine mtlde Blume, 
ist sie ein bischen gebeugt, aber keineswegs welk, imd sie wurzelt noch fest in der Wahrheit 
imd Liebe" (to Vamhagen, January 3, 1846). 

"Das holdselige Bewusstsein, ein schones Leben gefUhrt zu haben, erfUllt meine 
Seele selbst in dieser kummervoUen Zeif, wird mich auch hoflentllch in der letzteu 
Stmide bis an den weissen Abgrund begleiten" (to Campe, September 1, 1846). 

"Mein KOrper leidet grosse Qual, aber meine Seele 1st ruhig wie ein Spiegel und 
hat manchmal auch noch ihre schonen Sonnenaufgange und SonnenuntergSlnge" (to 
Campe, December 14, 1852). 
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God had to be conceived as a loving and indulgent father. Heine 
could not but regard himself as a favorite child of God's — a child 
whose very failings, though they required punishment, could not 
help giving pleasure to the Almighty; a child whose word carried 
weight with his heavenly father, and whose intercession for his 
fellow-mortals would be given benevolent consideration by the 
Creator.^ 

Around this central nucleus Heine built up his conception of 
God. He endowed his God with the attributes of omnipotence, 
omniscience, wisdom, justice, and mercy which the deists had left 
him, after stripping him of his more concrete human qualities; but 
he added a new attribute with which neither the stern English 
deists nor the flippant Voltaire had thought of clothing him: a 
sense of humor. God was enthroned by Heine as a heavenly Aris- 
tophanes who found intense enjoyment in the wit of his small human 
replica in Paris, who listened to the earthly poet's mellifluous verses 
with evident pleasure, and who treated even an occasional quip at 
his own expense with good-natured tolerance. But at the same 
time, in order not to let his favorite son forget his superior authority, 
he would play now and then one of his own cruelly practical jokes at 
the earthly joker's expense, so as to make him remember that he 
could be other things also besides a comedian (VI, 73). 

Feuerbach's famous remark, according to which man has created 
God after his own image, holds particularly true of so subjective a 
poet as Heine. Its truth is borne out in the manner of the relations 
which Heine maintained with his God; in the tone of their social 
intercourse — speaking figuratively and yet not too figuratively. 
This tone, as to be expected, varies with the poet's mood of the 
moment. At times Heine is but the poor mortal, speaking humbly 
to the unfathomably superior Creator. But more often supplication, 
prayer, or reverence are replaced by a tone of intimate familiarity. 
God then divests himself of his divine robes of state, as it were. He 
allows Heine to feel himself on a pretended level with him. The 

1 Take, for example, the following: "Je te salue, cher lecteur, et je prie Dleu qu' 11 
t'aie dans sa sainte et digne garde" (Preface to the Poemes el lAgendes [1855], I, 499). 
Incidentally, omitting the salutation, these words used to constitute the customary 
close of letters of royalty. It is commonly found, for instance, in the letters of Frederick 
the Great. 
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solemn audience gives way to familiar conversation on a level of 
equality. At such moments, Heine, in a bantering tone, lets the 
Lord know that he is quite willing to put up with the sinfulness of 
the world a little longer and enjoy the status quo, provided the Lord 
sees his way clear to granting him a little better health and a trifle 
more money {Zum Lazarus, 11; II, 97-98). Or he permits himself 
to point out to the Lord a certain inconsistency in creating a humor- 
ous poet such as he and then ruining his mood {Miserere, II, 89). 
Then, again, the injustice which he sees enthroned in the world 
drives him to the verge of positive blasphemy: 

Warum schleppt sich blutend, elend, 
Unter Kreuzlast der Gerechte, 
Wahrend glucklich als ein Sieger 
Trabt auf hohem Ross der Schlechte ? 

Woran liegt die Schuld ? 1st etwa 
Unser Herr nicht ganz allmachtig ? 
Oder treibt er selbst den Unf ug ? 
Ach, das ware niedertrachtig. 

[Zum Lazarus, 1, II, 92.] 

But such outbursts find their reaction in cries like: 

Ertrage die Schickung und versuch 
Gelinde zu flennen, zu beten. 

[Zum Lazarus 2, II, 92.] 

Familiarity, banter, and criticism bordering on blasphemy were 
in the make-up of Heine's intercourse with his God. He felt no 
pangs on their account, even if at times his expression shot beyond 
the mark set by the respect due an almighty creator. Such freedom 
of expression constituted the inalienable right of the poet, and he 
would have resented any curtailment of it as much as any free 
citizen resents the limitation of frank criticism and daring caricature 
of the government. He would have resented it the more, as he 
felt that he was playing the game fair. Ever since the time of his 
return to God he had carefully refrained from pubhshing anything 
that in his opinion would tend to undermine the authority of God 
as such. In loyalty to his new religious viewpoint he had consigned 
his memoirs to the flames. He had suppressed countless atheistic 
witticisms, and he had sacrificed priceless gems of poetry.' Such 

» VI, 51; I, 485; letters to Campe ol June 1, 1849, and June 1, 1850, etc. 
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proofs of loyalty established a claim for divine indulgence, even if 
the poet's laliguage became a trifle too bold or his anthropomor- 
phization of the Creator a trifle too grotesque. 

The poem Himmelfahrt (II, 217) is a case in point, illustrating 
the liberties Heine permitted himself when his poetic fancy attached 
itself to the figure of the Creator. He burlesques St. Peter, the 
heavenly gatekeeper (following in this case the precedent of the Ger- 
man folk legend); he burlesques the heavenly atmosphere; he bur- 
lesques the great Lord himself, for whose divine benefit the heavenly 
establishment is being run. The tolerant good humor of St. Peter, 
based on the reflection that it happens to be his birthday when Heine 
knocks at the gate; St. Peter's careful instructions to the newcomer 
to be circumspect about his conduct, to suppress feelings of fatigue 
or boredom at any cost, and to be even a trifle overdemonstrative 
in his relations to the Lord, inasmuch as even His Divine Self liked 
a touch of flattery now and then; and lastly St. Peter's sub rosa 
invitation to Heine for an occasional game of cards — ^these are 
phantasies that bespeak the sweetest naive humor, without a touch 
of malice or blasphemy. Poems like Himmelfahrt merely show that 
God had entered not only Heine's mind as a concept but his imagina- 
tion as well; that God had assumed the character of a concrete per- 
sonality whose presence brought consolation and entertainment to 
the poet's sick bed. The danger of the reader's taking such fanciful 
character delineations of the Creator too literally is, happily, not 
very great, provided he remembers that Heine was at all times a 
poet and at the same time a great deal of a child, practicing a child's 
naivete and enjoying its license. But it is well to recall Heine's own 
comment on his return to God, as set forth in a letter to Georg 
Weerth dated November 5, 1851: 

Es freut mich, dass Ihnen meine Vorrede (zum Romanzero) gefallen 
hat; leider habe ich weder Zeit noch Stimmung gehabt, darin auszusprechen, 
was ich eben dartun woUte, namlich, dass ich als Dichter sterbe, der weder 
Religion noch Philosophie braucht und mit beiden nichts zu schaffen hat. 
Der Dichter versteht sehr gut das symbolische Idiom der Religion und das 
abstrakte Verstandeskauderwelsch der Philosophie, aber weder die Herren 
der Religion noch die der Philosophie werden jemals den Dichter verstehen, 
dessen Sprache Uinen immer spanisch vorkommen wird, wie dem Massmann 
das Latein. Durch diese Unguistische Unkenntnis geschah es, dass diese 
und jene Herren sich einbildeten, ich sei ein Betbruder geworden. 
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Heine's Return to God 85 

It must be added, on the other hand, that this letter understates 
the positive character of the change that was proceeding in Heine; 
for it does not allude to his recasting of ethical values. It does not 
mention the fact that the philosophy of enjoyment, to the proclama- 
tion of which Heine had seemed foreordained, was slowly but surely 
being replaced by a more austere morality. 

Though less striking than his return to belief in God, Heine's 
new ethical orientation is an even more significant factor in the 
readjustment of his personality, face to face with approaching 
dissolution. 

In the Nachwort zum Romanzero (1851), Heine had bidden a 
touching farewell to his beloved pagan gods. In Die Gotter im Exil 
(1853), he bestowed a last fondly lingering look upon their beloved 
company, most of all on Dionysus-Bacchus, whom he calls "der 
Heiland der Sinnenlust" (VI, 83). In parting from them he had 
also turned his back upon the life of enjoyment of which the gods 
were to him concrete symbolical impersonations. He had been 
forced to take farewell of it personally, because his body had wasted 
to a mere shadow; but, now that he saw it only from afar, its glamor 
also waned, and he saw the antithesis between the life of sense and 
the life of the spirit, which he had been wont to state in the extreme 
form of antinomy, in a new light. The two polar opposites of 
sensualism and spiritualism, or Hellenism and Nazarenism, as he 
renamed them after 1836, remained, for the most part, as far apart 
as ever, but his thought no longer spontaneously gravitated to the 
Hellenic pole. The spiritual dignity of morality loomed in a new 
light, and Heine's Gestdndnisse reach their climax in the statement, 
"Gutsein ist besser denn Schonheit" (VI, 60). 

Even attempts to reconcile opposites which had heretofore 
seemed irreconcilable are not lacking. Thus the beautiful frag- 
ment Bimini speaks of two divine messages brought from Byzantium 
(the Renaissance), and from Egypt (the Bible) : 
Buch der Schonheit heisst das eine, 
Buch der Wahrheit heisst das andre. 

Beide aber hat Gott selber 
Abgefasst in zwei verschiednen 
Himmelssprachen, und er schrieb sie, 
Wie wir glauben, eigenhandig [II, 126]. 
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But it was too late for Heine to effect any real synthesis. In his 
swan song, the poem entitled Filr die Mouche, the antithesis is again 
as glaring as ever: 

Die Gegensatze sind hier grell gepaart, 

Des Griechen Lustsinn und der Gottgedanke 

Judaas! [II, 47]. 

And from the depths of his soul comes the despairing outcry: 

O, dieser Streit wird enden nimmermehr, 
Stets wird die Wahrheit hadern mit dem Schonen, 
Stets wird geschieden sein der Menschheit Hear 
In zwei Partein: Barbaren und Hellenen [II, 49]. 

The import of Heine's change of front toward morality becomes 
clear in the light of the peculiar setting in which it makes its appear- 
ance. Heine's new valuation of morality emerges simultaneously 
with the reawakening of his love for his race. " Meine Vorliebe fiir 
Hellas hat .... abgenommen," his thought runs in his Confes- 
sions. "Ich sehe jetzt, die Griechen waren nur schone Junglinge, 
die Juden waren aber immer Manner, nicht bloss ehemals, sondern 
bis auf den heutigen Tag, trotz achtzehn Jahrhunderten der Verfolg- 
ung und des Elends" (VI, 55). 

In his youth Heine had shown an active interest in the history 
of Judaism. For a time he had been active as a member of the 
Berlin group which was working toward the end of raising the cul- 
tural level of their race which had so long been kept outside the pale 
of European civilization. From the interest in the fate of the Jews 
during the Middle Ages had sprung his novel Der Rabbi von Bacha- 
rach, which he left unfinished when his interest in Judaism began to 
wane under the pressure of other tasks and when the formulation of 
distinctly cosmopolitan and humanitarian ideals alienated him from 
the problem of Judaism as such. In the course of time his "Hellenic " 
philosophy of enjoyment had forced him into a state of active hostility 
against Judaism as a Weltanschauung. But now, with the collapse 
of his Hellenism and the enforced leisure of the sick bed his old 
interest in the people of his race resurged and grew in intensity to 
passionate love.' 

' Signs of Heine's returning love for Judaism are not lacking even earlier. In the 
wild-luuitsman's vision of Atta Troll (1842), the Jewess Herodias carries the prize before 
the romantic "Pee Abunde" and the Greek Diana (II, 401). 
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Thus, beginning with the Romanzero, Judaism becomes the 
central theme of his poetry. Biblical episodes are treated with a 
mastery of language and a vividness of outline which bespeak the 
intensity with which Heine recreated the past of his race {Das 
goldne Kalb; Konig David; Salomo). The culture of medieval 
Spanish Judaism is immortalized in Jehvda ben Halevy; and its 
gloomy counterpart, ferocious orthodoxy, is depicted with a mixture 
of railing humor and mordant irony in the famous Disputation. The 
beauty and the tragedy of modern Judaism, again, find their finest 
expression in Der Apollogott and Prinzessin Sabbath. 

Towering in Heine's mind, however, above all the Jewish charac- 
ters that fired his imagination was the great prophet Moses. The 
more Heine read the Bible during his years of solitude, the more 
was he overwhelmed by the grandeur of the Moses of the Pentateuch. 
"Welche Riesengestalt!" he exclaims in his Confessions. "Wie 
klein erscheint der Sinai, wenn der Moses darauf steht! Dieser 
Berg ist nur das Postament, worauf die Ftisse des Mannes stehen, 
dessen Haupt in den Himmel hineinragt, wo er mit Gott spricht" 
(VI, 54 if.). He sees in Moses the genius who gave the world a 
God; the wise organizer who welded tribes of nomads into a nation. 
The vastness of the task which Moses conceived and carried out 
appealed to Heine as a monumental work of art; he extolled Moses 
as a supreme artist, a builder of human pyramids and human obelisks 
(VI, 55). At the same time Moses appeared to him a far-seeing 
guardian of liberty, whose agrarian laws should serve as models to 
future generations. He calls him a practical socialist and a great 
emancipator (VI, 61). Thus Heine's penchant for hero-worship 
leads him to include Moses in the ranks of his supermen. Goethe, 
Napoleon, and at one time Hegel are the only others whose greatness 
he feels to be incommensurable to human standards. But Moses 
towers supreme, when Heine surveys his gallery of heroes: 

Einer nur, ein einz'ger Held 
Gab uns mehr und gab uns Bessres 
Als Kolumbus, das ist jener, 
Der uns einen Gott gegeben. 

Sein Herr Vater, der bless Amram, 
Seine Mutter hiess Jochebeth, 
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Und er selber, Moses heisst er, 
Und er ist mein bester Heros. 

[VitzUputzK, I, 374 ff.] 

So Heine's return to God is intimately bound up with his return 
to racial consciousness. The Jews have become for him the people 
with a predestined mission. They are the nation that gave the 
world a God and a moral law (VI, 56), and guarded their treasure 
by preserving the Bible through centuries of persecution (VI, 58). 
And despite the caricatures of the idea of Judaism which Heine 
finds in Scotland, Denmark, North Germany, and the United States, 
despite the somber gray of a puritanism that guards the letter 
more than the spirit, he is convinced that the morality of ancient 
Judaism will remain in the face of change as the genuine, the 
imperishable and the true (VI, 60). 

Love of one's neighbor and purity of spirit constitute in part the 
morality of Judaism, as Heine conceived it (VI, 59). In view of 
the fact, however, that Heine's former Hellenism had made sensuous 
enjoyment the crucial point of issue, the essence of the morality of 
Judaism is clearly set forth in the following paragraph : 

Judaa erschien mir immer wie ein Sttick Occident, das sich mitten in 
den Orient verloren. In der Tat, mit seinem spiritualistischen Glauben, 
seinen strengen, keuschen, sogar asketischen Sitten, kurz mit seiner abstrak- 
ten Innerlichkeit, bildete dieses Land und sein Volk immer den sonder- 
barsten Gegensatz zu den Nachbarlandern und Nachbarvolkern, die den 
iippig buntesten und briinstigsten Naturkulten huldigend, im bacchantischen 
Sinnenjubel ihr Dasein verluderten. Israel sass fromm unter seinem 
Feigenbaum und sang das Lob des unsichtbaren Gottes und iibte Tugend 
und Gerechtigkeit, wahrend in den Tempeln von Babel, Ninive, Sidon und 
Tyrus jene blutigen und unziichtigen Orgien gefeiert wurden, ob deren 
Beschreibung uns noch jetzt das Haar sich straubt [VI, 61]. 

After the foregoing it is clear that there could be no question of 
a rapprochement on Heine's part to any branch of the Christian 
church. Heine protested against any such interpretation on numer- 
ous occasions, at times in a grave, dignified way with a marked 
show of courtesy toward both Catholicism and Lutheranism, and 
at times with the impish smile that made him the enfant terrible of 
the orthodox (VI, 56 f., 65 f.; VII, 519, etc.). However, quite 
apart from dogma of any sort, Heine's new conception of morality 
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is not tinged with any specifically Christian elements. Heine made 
no half-hearted attempts to love his enemies, as Christianity pre- 
scribes. He hated them with a clean conscience, based on ample 
Old Testament precedent. His remark in the Nachwort zum Roman- 
zero to the effect that, since he was in need of God's mercy himself, 
he had granted amnesty to all his enemies, constituted at best a pious 
wish. It did not prevent him, at any rate, from including in the 
Romanzero itself a poem entitled Vermdchtnis, in which he bequeathed 
all his physical ailments to his enemies (I, 429). In one of his 
posthumous poems he likewise makes over a varied assortment of 
undesirable legacies to individuals and groups that had incurred his 
wrath {Testament, II, 220), while a whole group of such poems heaps 
maledictions on the heads of Karl Heine and his kin (II, 104-9). 
Besides, one of his posthumous aphorisms leaves nothing to be desired 
in the way of frankness: 

Ich habe die friedlichste Gesinnung. Meine Wiinsche sind: eine 
bescheidene Htitte, ein Strohdach, aber ein gutes Bett, gutes Essen, Milch 
and Butter, sehr frisch, vor dam Fenster Blumen, vor der Tiir einige schone 
Baume, and wenn der liebe Gott mich ganz gliicklich machen will, lasst er 
mich die Freude erleben, dass an diesen Baumen etwa sechs bis sieben 
meiner Feinde aufgehangt warden. Mit gariihrtam Herzan wards ich ihnen 
vor ihram Toda alle Unbill verzaihen, die sie mir im Laban zugafugt — ja, 
man muss seinen Feinden varzeihan, abar nicht friiher, als bis sia gehangt 
wordan [VII, 400]. 

This frank, virile hatred is, however, not incompatible with a 
large capacity for sympathy, such as we look for in vain during 
Heine's days of prosperity. In this respect his own suffering has 
taught him a lesson. Poems like Pomare, Sklavenschiff, Jammertal, 
show a stirring of deep symapthy for the sick, the oppressed, and 
the poor. To point out how Heine's sympathies during the years 
of his decline incline more and more to the loser in the struggle 
for survival would lead us too far afield. Suffice it to remember 
Legras' happy characterization of the Romanzero as "le livre d'or 
des vaincus." 

A sketch of Heine's return to God and the morality of his fore- 
fathers would not be complete without mention of Heine's attitude 
toward the problem of survival after death. As a rule men "get 
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religion" at the approach of death. Fear of eternal punishment is 
undoubtedly the motive underlying most conversions. 

Speculations on immortality and resurrection, on heaven and 
hell form a persistent topic of Heine's sick-bed musings. Occasion- 
ally he professed a certain uneasiness in regard to the eternal flames. 
Commenting on the haste with which he destroyed such poetic pro- 
ductions as he felt would compromise him in the eyes of God, he 
remarks: "Es ist besser, dass die Verse brennen, als der Versifex" 
(I, 485; cf. VI, 51). In the same connection he admits that the 
prospect of immortality has something very appealing to a poor 
wretched mortal. With undisguised pleasuj-e he notes that the 
concept of God involves that of immortality as its generally accepted 
corollary. Having developed the attributes of God after the maimer 
of the deists, he adds: 

Die Unsterblichkeit der Seele, unsre Fortdauer nach dam Tode wird uns 
alsdann gleichsam mit in den Kauf gegeben, wie der schone Markknochen, 
den der Fleischer, wenn er mit seinen Kunden zufrieden ist, ihnen unent- 
geltlich in den Korb schiebt. Ein solcher schoner Markknochen wird in 
der franzosischen Kiichensprache "la r^jouissance" genannt, und man 
kocht damit ganz vorzugliche Kraftbriihen, die fur einen armen schmach- 
tenden Kranken sehr starkend und labend sind. Dass ich eine solche 
r^jouissance nicht ablehnte und sie mir vielmehr mit Behagen zu Gemtite 
ftihrte, wird jeder fuhlende Mensch billigen [I, 486]. 

In the same vein his poem Fromme Warnung paints the delights 
of heaven as consisting of quiet, soft slippers and beautiful music 
(I, 420). Some of the other poems of the Romanzero, however, 
take a less optimistic view of future prospects. In Riickschau the 
thought of again meeting his "Christian brothers" in the beyond 
fills him with disgust (I, 416). In Auferstehung he rebels against 
the summary justice of the Supreme Court of the Day of Judgment 
that would separate men into sheep and goats according to an 
altogether too convenient formula (I, 417). In Der Abgekilhlte, 
again, the prospect of resurrection appears as a rather remote com- 
pensation for the lack of joy and comfort here below (I, 420). This 
mood seems to have gained the upper hand as the years wore on 
and the calls of death became more frequent and insistent. Then 
the thought of the separation of body and soul loomed as something 
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altogether terrible, as in the dialogue between body and soul, where 
the soul says: 

Weh mir! jetzt soli ich gleichsam nackt, 

Ganz ohne Korper, ganz abstrakt, 

Hinlungern in ein sel'ges Nichts 

Dort oben in dam Reich des Lichts, 

In jenen kalten Himmelshallen, 

Wo schweigend die Ewigkeiten wallen 

Und mich angahnen — sie klappern dabei 

Langweilig mit ihren Pantoffeln von Blei. 

O, das ist grauenhaft, o bleib, 

Bleib bei mir, du geliebter Leib! [II, 91]. 

To dispel such thoughts Heine had recourse to phantasies like the 
dialogue with St. Peter at the gate of heaven. 

Heine's last word on immortality seems to be contained in one 
of the poems addressed to his Mouche. Die Wahlverlobten ends with 
renunciation of any hope of the continuance of individual existence 
and tries to derive comfort from the immortality of the poet's works: 

.... Wir scheiden heut 

Auf immerdar. Kein Wiedersehn 

Gibt es filr uns in Himmelshohn. 

Die Schonheit ist dam Staub verfallen, 

Du wirst zarstieben, wirst verhallan. 

Viel anders ist es mit Poeten; 

Die kann der Tod nicht ganzlich toten. 

Uns trifft nicht weltliche Vernichtung, 

Wir laben fort im Land der Dichtung, 

In Avalun, dem Feanreicha — 

Leb wohl auf ewig, schona Leiche! [II, 45].^ 

To be sure, Heine's last letter to his mother (December 30, 
1855) expresses the confident hope of reunion, but it is only neces- 
sary to recall the fictions to which Heine persistently resorted to 
conceal from his mother the gravity of his illness, in order to reahze 
that such testimony cannot carry any great weight. 

Generally speaking, one cannot venture to say anjrthing very 
definite about Heine's mental world during the months which marked 
the last act of the drama of his sufferings. He was too exhausted 

• But to realize how bitterly Heine felt the Inadequacy of such an Immortality, one 
has only to read poems like Der Scheidende (II, 109) and Epilog (II, 110). 
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with pain and too benumbed through the huge doses of morphine 
which his condition required to care much about the future one 
way or the other. His apathy was general except for the hope 
that the end would come. He was already a corpse save for a 
feeble spark of life which put its patience to a last test by its long 
protracted glow. 

Erstorben ist in meiner Brust 

Jedwede weltlich eitle Lust, 

Schier ist auch mir erstorben drin 

Der Hass des Schlechten, sogar der Sinn 

Fur eigne wie flir f remde Not — 

Und in mir lebt nur noch der Tod! [II, 109]. 

As a picture of Heine's inner world since 1848 this sketch is 
altogether fragmentary, confining itself, as it does, to studying the 
positive religious transformation that took place in him. A rounded- 
out picture of Heine's last years would perforce stress in addition 
both his somber pessimism and his frequent passionate longing for 
the wild joys of the senses that had ceased to function. Neither his 
pessimism nor his longings can be logically reconciled with his 
religious rebirth. They are croppings out of his old self which 
would not die while there was still breath in his body. Heine 
remained to the last a complex personality, torn between mutually 
incompatible desires; a play of cross-currents which he knew not 
how to unite as tributaries in a life of planful, harmonious purpose. 

Ill 

What were the motives which prompted Heine's renunciation of 
his paganism and his return to God ? 

In more than one way Heine occupies a unique position among 
German poets. To a degree not found in any other poet, Heine's pro- 
ductions gravitate about his own personality. Almost every line that 
he wrote invites psychological analysis, and almost every line 
furnishes data for such analysis. Despite the complexity of Heine's 
personality, it becomes a grateful and fascinating task to seek in 
Heine, behind the bundle of logical contradictions with which his 
life abounds, the psychological unity in which they had their source. 
Without any apprehension, therefore, of having to resort to vague 
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generalities or of getting lost in blind alleys, one may attempt to 
retrace the psychological paths which led Heine back to God and 
the morality of his forefathers. 

Wish is said to be the father of thought; so it is well to examine, 
first of all, the considerations which made a world ruled over by an 
old-fashioned God an acceptable place of abode for Heine, after he 
had pronounced his de facto recognition of God. In moods of grave 
seriousness mingled with melancholy mirth Heine dwelt with pleasure 
on the advantages which he derived from the existence of an omnipo- 
tent creator, enthroned in heaven. Racked by tortures which could 
end only with death, shut out from the gay life of the humming 
metropolis, condemned to a loneliness even more terrible than his 
sufferings, he derived consolation from the idea that there was a 
God to whose ear he had access at every moment; that there was 
someone whom he could talk and pray to; someone whom he could 
flatter, cajole, entertain, or abuse according to his mood of the 
moment; someone of whose attention and appreciation he could 
always feel certain. To quote his own words : 

In diesem Zustande ist es eine wahre Wohltat flir mich, dass es jemand 
im Himmel gibt, dem ich bestandig die Litanei meiner Leiden vorwimmern 
kann, besonders nach Mitternacht, wenn Mathilda sich zur Ruhe begeben, 
die sie oft sehr notig hat [VI, 50]. 

Then he could confide to the Lord his own troubles and his worries 
as to what should become of his wife, when he could no longer guard 
her steps nor provide for her wants. To such tender soHcitude for 
Mathilde's material and moral welfare in that wolves' den, Paris 
{Babylonische Sorgen, II, 43) — a solicitude which largely served as a 
cover for tormenting jealousy — such poems as the touching Ich war, 
Lamm, als Hirt bestellt owe their being (II, 42). It was also a 
relief to him, as he jestingly remarks, to be able to intrust his affairs 
to a heavenly attorney who, thanks to his omniscience, would doubt- 
less be able to manage them much better than he had ever been able 
to do (VI, 50). 

From quite another angle, besides, Heine's return to God had 
much in its favor. Formerly the profession of atheistic doctrines 
had been a characteristic of the "intelligentsia." A coterie of 
aristocrats of the intellect had promulgated them in an abstruse 
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philosophical language, debarring the comprehension of the populace. 
But in the course of time the situation had shifted. Thanks to 
Karl Marx, atheism had now — especially since 1848 — ^become the 
creed of the workman. It was no longer exclysive, nor a sign of 
distinction. With this turn of affairs, atheism lost its attraction for 
Heine. Expressing his realization of this change with startling 
candor, he remarks: 

Als der Atheismus anfing, sehr stark nach Kase, Branntwein und Tabak 
zu stinken: da gingen mir plotzlich die Augen auf, und was ich nicht durch 
meinen Verstand begriffen hatte, das begriff ich jetzt durch den Geruchs- 
sinn, durch das Missbehagen des Ekels, und mit meinem Atheismus hatte 
es, gottlob! ein Ende [VI, 42]. 

To the aid of this aesthetic aversion to mingling with the common 
herd — intellectually no less than physically — there came also a 
feeling of anxiety as to the future, when Heine observed the program 
of communism marching under the banner of atheism. When com- 
munism was in its infancy, Heine had helped to proclaim its future 
mission in pealing verse.* Now, however, when the realization of 
its program no longer seemed altogether Utopian, he began to look 
with fear upon the fledgling which he had helped to hatch. Hasten- 
ing to protest that his misgivings had nothing in common with those 
of the capitalist who fears for his dividends, he adds: 

Mich beklemmt vielmehr die geheime Angst des Klinstlers und des 
Gelehrten, die wir unsre ganze moderne Zivilisation, die miihselige Errungen- 
schaft so vieler Jahrhunderte, die Frucht der edelsten Arbeiten unsrer 
Vorganger, durch den Sieg des Kommunismus bedroht sehen [VI, 42]. 

And with a flash of insight which illuminates the fundamental nature 
of his agitation for political democracy, he continues: 

Wir wollen gern ftir das Volk uns opfern, denn Selbstaufopferung gehort 
zu unsern raffiniertesten Genussen — die Emanzipation des Volkes war die 
grosse Aufgabe unseres Lebens, und wir haben daflir gerungen und namen- 
loses Elend ertragen in der Heimat wie im Exile — aber die reinliche, sensi- 
tive Natur des Dichters straubt sich gegen jede personlich nahe Beruhrung 
mit dem Volke, und noch mehr schrecken wir zusammen bei dem Gedanken 
an seine Liebkosungen, vor denen uns Gott bewahre [VI, 42]. 

Heine had taken pride in the r61e of a political spokesman, for- 
mulating the aspirations of the people. Condescending to lead, he 

* Cf. Deutschland, ein Winterm&rcken, II, 431—33. 
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had enjoyed this form of "self-sacrifice," as he calls it. But now 
that the people knew what they wanted, the day of such leaders 
was over. When the one-time leaders were summoned to fall in 
line and march with the rest, Heine withdrew. He had not meant 
equality to be taken so literally. He suddenly saw that the aspira- 
tions of the new generation, their discipline, their unerring Zielbe- 
wusstsein left no room for his own romantic subjectivism. He would 
not follow them; they paid no heed to him. And suddenly he 
became aware that the tables were turned, that atheism was now 
the vogue of the day, and that it was again a sign of distinction to 
render homage to the God who had been deposed by the noisy 
crowd. His newly found faith restored to Heine that sense of 
superiority, that isolation of genius which he craved from the depths 
of his nature. Now he did not feel as one left behind in the march 
of progress. He felt as one on a peak whose eye reaches far beyond 
the goal of the noisy marchers below. 

The consolation, the security and the entertainment that Heine 
felt in communing with his God; the feehng of aristocratic isolation 
which his renunciation of atheism involved — one will do well to 
regard these rather as benefits resulting from Heine's return to God 
than as motives prompting that return. Such they were certainly 
in Heine's own estimation; for he leaves no doubt as to what he 
regarded as the chief factor prompting his spiritual transformation. 
Repudiating anything that savored of conversion by miracle, he 
attributes his change of viewpoint solely to the Bible: 

In der Tat, weder eine Vision, noch eine seraphitische Verziickung, 
noch eine Stimme vom Himmel, auch kein merkwiirdiger Traum oder sonst 
ein Wunderspuk brachte mich auf den Weg des HeUs, und ich verdanke 
meine Erleuchtung ganz einfach der Lekttire eines Buches. Eines Buches ? 
Ja, und es ist ein altes, schlichtes Buch, bescheiden wie die Natur, auch 
natiirlich wie diese; ein Buch, das werkeltagig und anspruchslos aussieht 
wie die Sonne, die uns warmt, wie das Brot, das uns nahrt; ein Buch, das 
so traulich, so segnend gutig uns anblickt wie eine alte Grossmutter, die auch 
taglich in dem Buche liest, mit den lieben, bebenden Lippen und mit der 
Brille auf der Nase — und dieses Buch heisst auch ganz kurzweg das Buch, 
die Bibel [Preface to the second edition of Religion and Philosophy in Ger- 
many (1852), IV, 159; cf. VI, 54]. 

This fine tribute is altogether in keeping with Heine's reawakened 
love for the culture of his forefathers, the more so as his praise goes 
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out whole-heartedly only to the Old Testament in contrast to the 
New, which at times offended his aesthetic sense by its wholesale 
chastisements (VI, 54). As the loftiest monument of the lore of 
his ancient race, the Bible kindled his imagination. 

But this was not the first time that the Bible had entered into 
Heine's life as a real experience. Under very different circum- 
stances, twenty years earlier, on the island of Heligoland, he had 
read the Bible with open eyes and been impressed by its grandeur. 
At that time also the naive simplicity of its style had elicited from 
him a tribute of unreserved praise, without, however, disturbing his 
frank paganism (VII, 46, 52). Then he had read it as a literary 
masterpiece; now he read it as a religious message. 

So the question remains, Why did Heine now approach the 
Bible in a religious frame of mind? It was not a case of Heine's 
suddenly and unexpectedly finding his God in the Bible. Like the 
prodigal son, as it were, he had turned his back on the pagan world 
and started on his search for God. In this search he did not stumble 
on the Bible. He went straight toward it, knowing that he would 
find his God there. 

Obviously, to rest content with the statement that the Bible 
brought Heine back to God would be to evade the problem, since 
his study of the Bible marked rather the end than the beginning of 
his religious transformation. With the problem thus defined but 
not solved, the real task is to trace Heine's religious attitude to its 
source; to seek the conditions that encouraged its growth in the 
basic impulses which constituted the driving forces of Heine's per- 
sonality. Instead of asking what outside forces or circumstances 
prompted Heine's return to God, one must rather ask what elements 
of his make-up made Heine susceptible to religious ideas and senti- 
ments, provided there was a combination of circumstances favoring 
such a turn. 

It is necessary to scrutinize Heine's life with a view to probing 
how deeply any convictions on philosophical, religious, political, 
and social questions permeated Heine's being; how far the tentacles 
of any of Heine's theoretical beliefs reached into his personality 
and how firmly they were imbedded in it. For if it should become 
apparent that philosophical, religious, political, or social issues, as 
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such, did not touch the basic stratum of Heine's personality at all, 
the solution of the question at issue would, in the nature of the case, 
be a great deal nearer. 

Frankly — ^though it involves anticipation — a dispassionate study 
of Heine the man forces one to the unqualified conclusion that 
theoretical issues of any kind whatever did not touch the core of 
his personality. To put it briefly and in the form of an ethical 
thesis: Heine lacked intellectual integrity of the highest order. 

Barring the ethical significance of this observation, Heine him- 
self, with his customary keenness of vision, felt a certain air of 
unreality pervading all the issues on which he took sides as a spirited 
fighter. He enjoyed the clash of intellects; he exulted in the sparks 
that were drawn in the encounter of mind with mind; he loved the 
spectacle of conflict — so much so that the sight of it would lull him 
into a state of dreamy abstraction and make him forget for the 
moment what it was all about. Waking up from his revery he 
would realize that he was a dreamer rather than a fighter by tem- 
perament; that while others were fighting beside him in the white 
heat of passion, he fought in the mood of aesthetic play. His aware- 
ness of this mood is admirably shown in a passage dating, it must 
be remembered, from the days when Heine was still a good fighter: 

Von Natur neige ich mich zu einem gewissen dolce far niente und ich 
lagere mich gern auf blumige Rasen und betrachte dann die ruhigen Zuge 
der Wolken und ergotze mich an ihrer Beleuchtung; doch der Zufall woUte, 
dass ich aus dieser gemachlichen Traumerei sehr oft durch harte Rippen- 
stosse des Schicksals geweckt wurde, und ich musste gezwungenerweise 
teilnehmen an den Schmerzen und Kampfen der Zeit, und ehrlich war dann 

meine Teilnahme, und ich schlug mich trotz den Tapfersten Aber 

ich weiss nicht, wie ich mich ausdriicken soil, meine Empfindungen behielten 
doch immer eine gewisse Abgeschiedenheit von den Empfindungen der 
anderen; ich wusste wie ihnen zu Mute war, aber mir war ganz anders zu 
Mute wie ihnen; und wenn ich mein Schlachtross auch noch so nistig 
tummelte und mit dem Schwert auch noch so gnadenlos auf die Feinde 
einhieb, so erfasste mich doch nie das Fieber oder die Lust oder die Angst 
der Schlacht; ob meiner inneren Ruhe ward mir oft unheimlich zu Sinne, 
ich merkte, dass die Gedanken anderortig verweilten, wahrend ich im dich- 
testen Gedrange des Parteikriegs mich herumschlug, und ich kam mir 
manchmal vor wie Ogier der Dane, welcher traumwandelnd gegen die 
Sarazenen focht [Uber die franzosische BiXhne (1837), IV, 542]. 
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The same mood prevails in his poem Alt Bei (1839), in which 
he masquerades as a Saracen fighting the crusaders: 

Und der Held besteigt sein Schlachtross, 
Fliegt zum Kampf, doch wie im Traume; 
Denn ihm ist zu Sinn als lag' er 
Immer noch in Madchenarmen. 

Wahrend er die Frankenkopfe 
Dutzendweis heruntersabelt, 
Lachelt er wie ein Verliebter, 
Ja, er lachelt sanft und zartlich [I, 278]. 

It is also expressed in the opening paragraph of his Helgoland- 
brief e (1830 ?) (VII, 42), and it comes again to the fore in a letter 
to St. Ren6 Taillandier of November 21, 1851: 

Selbst ehedem, als ich gesund war, hatte die Begeisterung der Deutschen 
fiir mich etwas Erschreckendes, das schlecht zu einer gewissen traumerischen 
Grandezza passte, die in meiner Natur liegt.' 

It might be objected that this mood of the unreaUty of conflict 
was limited to issues of a political nature; but such doubts cannot 
stand in the face of the testimony of Heine's Gestdndnisse. There he 
comments on the end of his warfare against the Roman Catholic 
church as follows: 

Ich habe langst aller Befehdung derselben entsagt, und langst ruht in 
der Scheide das Schwert, das ich einst zog im Dienste einer Idee und nicht 
einer Privatleidenschaft. Ja, ich war in diesem Kampf gleichsam ein 
offider de fortune, der sich brav schlagt aber nach der Schlacht oder nach 
dem Scharmiitzel keinen Tropfen GroU im Herzen bewahrt, weder gegen 
die bekampfte Sache noch gegen ihre Vertreter [VI, 66]. 

Almost in the same breath, with the issues of Liberalism and 
Jesuitism in mind, he makes a confession which does greater credit 
to his faculty of self -analysis than to his intellectual integrity: 

Und dann, ohne im geringsten die Hut meiner Parteiinteressen zu 
verabsaumen, musste ich mir in der Besonnenheit meines Gemutes zuweUen 
gestehen, wie es oft von den kleinsten Zufalligkeiten abhing, dass wir dieser 
statt jener Partei zufielen und uns jetzt nicht in einem ganz entgegengesetzten 
Feldlager befanden [VI, 68]. 

> Ct. also the conclusion to chap, xsdx of the Reiae von MUnehen nach Genua, III, 276. 
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Expatiating on the fortuitous character of his development, 
Heine then indulges in fond speculations as to what his career 
might have been if his mother, who displayed a great deal of both 
initiative and opportunism in determining upon the lines of his 
early training (VII, 463-65), had followed one of the many alterna- 
tives under consideration and consecrated him to the service of the 
Catholic church. Picturing himself in the r61e of a Roman " abbate," 
a Papal nuntio, a cardinal, or even that of the pope himself, he 
notes with satisfaction that such a career would have afforded him 
ample opportunity to display his talents as a patron of art and 
beauty. Moreover, he would have performed his clerical duties 
with an inborn sense of the solemn gravity and aesthetic dignity 
consonant with such a position. With a mien of imperturbable, 
sacerdotal seriousness, heightened by the splendor of his gorgeous 
vestments and the impressiveness of his ecclesiastical retinue, he 
would have bestowed the annual blessing upon the whole Christen- 
dom, "denn ich kann sehr ernst sein, wenn es durchaus notig ist" 
(VI, 69-71). How this trend of thought captivated Heine's fancy 
is shown by the fact that in his Memoirs he indulged in dreams of a 
similar vein, as is still apparent despite the fact that their substance, 
among other matters, fell a victim to his cousin's ruthless censorship 
(cf. VII, 460, 466). 

If the foregoing data have established the view that social, 
political, philosophical, and religious issues failed to touch the core 
of Heine's personality, his late recantation on matters of religion 
and morals must appear to presuppose less of a psychic revolution 
than would otherwise have been the case. Then it is clear that 
Heine's fundamental self was not affected by his return to God. 

From this point of approach one is also able to understand how 
from first to last Heine could maintain in the most emphatic terms 
that his whole mental life presented a picture of consistent mental 
unity, in spite of its glaring contradictions, and how he could insist 
that inner unity was an indispensable condition to spiritual great- 
ness. One recalls Heine's early claim to unity, couched in Hegelian 
terms, as formulated in his correspondence with his friend Moser.' 

1 For example on November 27, 1823, Heine says tliat he expects to show "wie 
meta ganzes, trilbes, drangvoUes Leben m das Uneigenntltzigste, in die Idee, ubergeht." 
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One meets it again in the Preface to the second edition of the Buch 
der Lieder (1837).^ In his Borne he repeats this claim by impUcation 
in the statement "dass ohne innere Einheit keine geistige Grosse 
moghch ist" (VII, 135). And finally, after the Gestdndnisse had 
been given to the world, Heine reiterates it in such a way as to show 
plainly that his sense of inner unity had remained intact despite the 
collapse of his paganism. Writing to Campe, he comments on his 
latest productions as follows: 

Diese Poesien sind etwas ganz Neues und geben keine alten Stimm- 
ungen in alter Manier; aber zu ihrer Wiirdigung sind nur die ganz naiven 
Naturen und die ganz grossen Kritiker berufen. Die Gestandnisse sind 
ebenfalls nicht jedem zuganglich, doch sind sie wichtig, indem die Einheit 
aUer meiner Werke und meines Lebens besser begriffen wird [August 3, 1854]. 

What a tenacious sense of unity for a poet whose life presents 
the classical example of Zerrissenheit! This sense of unity despite 
contradiction is so startling a trait of Heine's nature that an under- 
standing of its basis may well furnish the key to Heine's whole per- 
sonality. It may even bear out Heine's contention that his return 
to God was but a phase of a consistent process of evolution. 

The more one scrutinizes Heine's life, the more impossible does 
it become to base his sense of unity on any logical unity of life-long 
plan and purpose. Moreover, had there been any such rational 
unity, Heine would have undoubtedly given it a clear-cut formula- 
tion. All the facts tend to show that Heine rather had in mind a 
strong sense of continuity which he confused with consistency, and 
that he spoke of unity where consistency would have been the only 
appropriate term (as is at least the case in the above-quoted letter 
to Campe) solely because, in spite of himself, he still talked the 
language of Hegelianism which interpreted the world as a logical 
phenomenon. 

I hold, however, the view that Heine's life presents, in fact, a 
marked psychological continuity, apart from the formal unity which 
the life of every individual involves in so far as it is the totality of 
experience bound up with a single body. I would formulate the 
continuity pervading Heine's life as follows: 

• "Bemerken muss ich jedoch, dass metae poetlschen, eben so gut wle melne politi- 
sclien, theologlscheu und philosopMschen Schriften einem imd demselben Gedanken 
entsprosseu sind .... (I, 497). 
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Heine was from first to last a modern Narcissus, enamored 
of his own image.^ The world of nature and the world of men 
was to him a vast many-sided mirror in which he always beheld 
himself with infinite pleasure. He felt a tenderness, a fondness, 
a compassion, an admiration toward his own soul amounting to 
worship. He loved his body with equal fervor. His hands, his 
eyes, his lips, his forehead were objects on which he lavished 
his affection. He was enamored of the sweet odor of his body. 
Besides loving himself, he craved the personal flattery of others. 
To his inmost self his art and the fame it brought him were essen- 
tially personal ornaments — accomplishments that graced his person- 
ality. The political arena was to him but a stage where he could 
strike a heroic pose and drape his garment about him in the most 
becoming folds. And all this with the naive self-assurance, the 
graceful poise of the born aesthete who knows he cannot help 
but please! 

This extraordinary self-love is exposed to full view in his two 
earliest letters to his friend Sethe (July 6 and October 27, 1816). 
It is the ever-recurrent theme of his early love poetry. It explains 
the fearful nature of the crisis that broke when the object which he 
had singled out for his love dared not to return it. It is the center 
of the complex from which the sadistic and masochistic visions of 
the Almansor and Ratcliff detached themselves. It is the one firm 
thread that holds together the ramblings of his Reisebilder and gives 
their characteristic flavor — and most piquant charm — ^to all his 
subsequent writings. And this love of his person — his body as 
well as his soul — ^never parted company with Heine during the 
long years of his martyrdom. 

To lay bare Heine's Narcissus-love in full would require a sub- 
stantial monograph in itself, but as Heine's ostentatious coquetry 
with his person has so often been pointed out by both benevolent 
and hostile critics, this general statement may suflice here. It 
seems to me, however, that in the interpretation of Heine's per- 
sonality this peculiar form of "autoerotism" has never received 

» Narcissism is clearly recognized by students of sex pathology such as Krafft-Ebing, 
Havelock Ellis, Preud, etc., as one of the types of sexual inversion — psychic as well as 
physical. The term "Narcissism" is borrowed from the familiar Greek myth of the 
youth Narcissus who fell in love with his own image, mirrored in the water. 
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sufficiently serious consideration; for it appears to me such a funda- 
mental trait of his nature that its manifestation was as natural to 
Heine and as automatic almost as the act of breathing. This love 
of his person was so intimately real to Heine, that beside it all 
"issues" paled into unreality. 

Examples could be multipUed to show how Heine's Narcissus- 
love maintained itself undimmed to the end, but I think the analysis 
of a single one will suffice. I have in mind Heine's sketch of his 
father in his Memoirs. Written almost thirty years after his 
father's death, it can lay no claim to realistic accuracy. It is all 
the more valuable on that account as revealing the workings of the 
fancy that retouched the portrait. 

Heine says that he loved his father most of all human beings. 
His pen portrait is therefore bound to render the characteristic 
traits that made his memory so beloved to his son. It is bound to 
reproduce qualities which in their combination impressed Heine as 
supremely winning and lovable. Analysis will show that the very 
qualities which made him treasure his father's memory were also 
most deeply rooted in his own nature. Quite unconsciously, per- 
haps, he superposed his own image upon that of his father in record- 
ing the impression of his father's temperament which lingered in his 
mind. One must read that sketch in its entirety {Memoiren, VII, 
482-511) to appreciate in full how the traits that constituted Heine's 
being are here rendered in a more primitive eighteenth-century 
setting, in a modest environment of the petite bourgeosie. 

His father, as Heine remembers him, was endowed with a 
boundless joyousness of temperament. " Er war genussstichtig, froh- 

sinnig, rosenlaunig Immer himmelblaue Heiterkeit und Fan- 

faren des Leichtsinns." In apparent contradiction with this 
lightheartedness stood a self-conscious, dignified gravity of deport- 
ment, a pose of solemnity and importance, which, though genuine, gave 
the most piquant flavor to his personality. "Jene Gravitat war 
zwar nicht erborgt, aber sie erinnerte doch an jene antiken Basreliefs, 
wo ein heiteres Kind sich eine grosse tragische Maske vor das Antlitz 
halt." He had, in fact, the naive simplicity of a child, combining 
with it a surprising depth of intuition. The quality of his voice 
enhanced this childlike character, suggesting forest sounds to Heine 
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by its peculiar timber. Consonant with the gravity of his demeanor 
was the sedulous care which he bestowed upon his body. In recall- 
ing the immaculate whiteness of his finely chiseled hand and the 
delicate flavor of almonds which emanated from it when Heine 
stooped to kiss it, he is almost moved to tears. 

To this big eighteenth-century child, life was a great game in 
which he was absorbed with the same seriousness as a child in its 
play. Even his business was but a phase of this great make-believe 
game of seriousness. "Seine Tatigkeit war eigentlich nur eine 
unaufhorliche Geschaftigkeit." His trade in velveteens was man- 
aged not Uke a business but like a hobby. Uppermost in his mind 
was not a desire to profit but a desire to please. 

This desire to please led him to practice the most generous 
liberality toward the poor of Dusseldorf. He gave with an open 
hand, and in his giving he displayed such intuitive tact and courtesy 
that he won the love of all the old mendicant women whose lot he 
lightened. But in addition he won their flattery, and this made 
him as happy as a king. The love of flattery was his most amiable 
weakness. 

Da nun fiir schone Manner, deren Spezialitat darin besteht, dass sie 
schone Manner sind, die Schmeichelei ein grosses Bedvirfnis ist, und es ihnen 
dabei gleichgtiltig ist, ob der Weihrauch aus einem rosichten oder welken 
Munde kommt, wenn er nur stark und reinlich hervorquillt, so begreift 
man, wie mein teurer Vater, ohne eben darauf spekuliert zu haben, dennoch 
in seinem Verkehr mit den alten Damen ein gutes Geschaft machte. 

Es ist unbegreiflich, wie gross oft die Dosis Weihrauch war, mit welcher 
sie ihn eindampften, und wie gut er die starkste Portion vertragen konnte. 
Das war sein gliiekliehes Temperament, durchaus nieht Einfalt. Er wusste 
sehr wohl, dass man ihm schmeichelte, aber er wusste auch, dass Schmeichelei 
wie Zucker immer suss ist, und er war wie das Kind, welches zu der Mutter 
sagt: Schmeichle mir ein bischen, sogar ein bischen zu viel [VII, 495]. 

If Heine's sketch of his father presents with any degree of 
fidelity the character of his parent, then it is obvious that the father 
was a complete impersonation of the Narcissus-type; then it appears 
also that it was either a hereditary predisposition or the force of 
example which fostered a similar development in his son. Quite 
apart, however, from any such hypothesis, the love with which Heine 
dwells on his father's smiUng good humor, on his childlike gravity 

335 



104 Hermann J. Weigand 

of deportment, on his sedulous attention to his body, on his sense of 
unreality, face to face with the serious business of the world, on his 
liberality, his tact, his politeness, and on his craving for personal 
flattery — all this accentuates in the most striking manner the Nar- 
cissus-character of Heine's own temperament. Heine does not 
record these qualities of his father with any air of detachment; he 
does not assume the superior attitude of the benevolent critic. He 
speaks of them as one who is charmed by them to the utmost degree; 
as one who regards them as priceless treasures. He speaks as one 
who knows them not by observation from without but by intuition 
from within.i 

It seems to me that Heine's Narcissus-character provided a 
natural bridge by means of which the transition from paganism to 
reUgious inwardness took place. 

In 1848 the time had arrived when Heine could no longer con- 
ceal from himself the fact that his days of joy were numbered. He 
had had ample warning. The first signs of paralysis had made 
themselves felt in the early thirties. In 1843 matters became worse. 
For long periods physicians were in constant attendance. In 1845 
the news of his uncle's will, which left him a miserable pittance 
instead of the comfortable annuity he had expected, precipitated a 
crisis. Death seemed imminent, but his nature triumphed. But 
then followed the long tenacious struggle in which, with the power 
lent by hate, Heine pitted all his resources against his relatives in 
order to compel them by fair means or foul, by flattery, by negotia- 
tion, by intimidation and public defamation to guarantee him the 
pension which he had enjoyed during his uncle's lifetime. He won 
out, but not before the poison of hate had done its deadly work 
upon his body. In 1848 he was a hopeless paralytic, facing death 
as the only hope of liberation from his tortures. 

He could no longer pursue the enjoyment in which he had 
reveled. He could no longer pose as Bacchus, glorying in wine and 
sensuous beauty. But he still loved himself with all the passionate 
ardor of which his being was capable. He still loved his decrepit, 
enfeebled body, but he wanted to think of it as beautiful and pleasing 

I Is there a more exquisite Narcissus fancy conceivable than Heine's picturing him- 
self arrayed In the pontifical robes ? 
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to the last. But with his eye set upon the beauty of robust 
health and bodily vigor — how could his helpless, wasted body help 
but revolt all his aesthetic sensibilities! The Hellenism which he 
had so exultantly proclaimed demanded that he avert his gaze 
from himself in pitying silence. 

This situation brought Heine face to face with the most trying 
crisis of his life. Either that fondly nursed love for his bodily self 
must be uprooted, or he must abandon the aesthetic ideals which 
were his most characteristic contribution to the life of his age. He 
must either be true to his past self and await death in stoic blind- 
ness, or he must cast his past aside and embrace a new ideal of 
beauty with which to make something harmonious, noble, impres- 
sive, beautiful, winning, and lovable even out of the wreckage of his 
body. The crisis lasted until he knew that his fate was sealed. 
Then his self irresistibly gravitated toward the latter alternative. 

Thus a mood of grave, tranquil, sometimes somber seriousness 
instinctively began to replace in Heine's heart the light-hearted 
laughter of his former days, as becoming to his altered status. 
Sallies of wit, choice conceits, bizarre anachronisms, flashes of 
fantastic humor adorn his language as of old — but now they occur 
as quaint arabesques traced against a background of solemn gravity. 
The poetry of the Romanzero, and the last poems, is that of a sage 
whose dying body is transfigured with a spiritual beauty. The 
seriousness of death pervades the very technique of Heine's most 
characteristic last productions, such as VitzUputzli, Spanische 
Atriden, Prinzessin Sabbath, Jehuda ben Halevy, and Bimini. Here 
the concentration of Heine's earlier poetry is entirely wanting. 
There is none of the economy that makes for epigrammatic con- 
clusions. The progression is leisurely; transitions are lengthy. 
There is frequent repetition without the character of refrain. Similes 
and metaphors trail and ramble without the least effort at compres- 
sion. The rhymeless verse has not a trace of rhetorical pathos. 
It progresses with the calm precision of the most finely chiseled 
prose, in which no sound can be slurred without marring the euphony 
of the whole. The vocalic richness and often the very length of the 
exotic words with which the hnes are studded add to their impres- 
siveness. All haste is absent. Here is the grave leisurely calm, 
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the complete self-possession, the serene poise of the consummate 
self-conscious artist whose words bear the message of spiritual 
beauty. And the beauty of these poems casts its reflection on the 
bodily form of the heroic sufferer whose trembling hand traced out 
their perfect lines in the intervals of his agony. His pallid, bearded 
face with the half-closed eyelids appears more lovable than did ever 
the rosy countenance of Bacchus. 

To speak of this mood of grave dignity which gradually super- 
seded the wanton laughter of happier days as a pose, were to miss 
its true character. Pose implies conscious affectation, whereas here 
is an attitude which grew spontaneously out of the roots of Heine's 
being. One recalls how Heine's conscious self at first viewed with 
alarm the change preparing within him. On the other hand, Heine's 
sense of unreality in regard to issues applies equally to this sustained 
mood of solemn seriousness. 

Steeped as Heine was in the atmosphere of this mood, the rebirth 
of his love for Judaism followed as a natural development. At the 
time of his Hellenism the Greek ideal had stood for joy, and Judaism 
had faced it frowning with the scowl of harsh asceticism. When 
there was no longer any room for joy, the contrast between the two 
great types of human ideals remained as pronounced as ever, but 
by a slight shifting of the point of view the harsh asceticism of 
Judaism softened into lofty sublimity.' As such it had assumed 
the aspect of an aesthetic phenomenon, inviting Heine's loving con- 
templation. He could now lose himself in the contemplation of 
the morality which was the essence of Judaism, not as a practical 
but as an aesthetic phenomenon on a par with the sensuous beauty 
of Greece. When Heine was still among the living, morality had 
faced him as an unlovely practical imperative; now, when only a 
feeble spark of life retarded the total dissolution of his body, morality 
was only a phenomenon passing before the mind's eye, no longer 
threatening with any practical demands upon his extinguished senses. 
Thus his Narcissus-love which prescribed grave solemnity as the 
becoming gesture of death turned his aesthetic contemplation upon 
a sphere where solemn seriousness reigned with undisputed sway. As 

1 The reader wiU recall that this transition Is suggested by Kant's dichotomy of 
the aesthetic into the "beautiful" and the "subUme." 
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a poet to whom every idea transformed itself into a concrete sym- 
bolical vision, Heine expressed the quintessence of Judaism in the 
words: "Israel sass fromm unter seinem Feigenbaum und sang das 
Lob des unsichtbaren Gottes" (VI, 61).' 

If the symbolism of this passage has made it strikingly clear that 
morality appealed to Heine as an aesthetic attitude and by no 
means as a practical postulate, it requires little imaginative insight 
to see that this aesthetic morality would have been meaningless 
without a God. Being essentially a contemplative worship of 
divine beauty, it would have been empty without a divine creator 
responsive to human adoration. There was more than mere affec- 
tation in the horror with which Heine twenty years earlier had dis- 
cussed Fichte's sternly practical postulate of morality in which God 
was replaced by the abstract concept of law. At that time he had 
written: "Der Fichtesche Idealismus gehort zu den kolossalsten 
Irrttimern, die jemals der menschliche Geist ausgeheckt. Er ist 
gottloser und verdammlicher als der plumpste Materialismus. So 
viel weiss ich, beide sind mir zuwider." And he had added: 
"Beide Ansichten sind auch antipoetisch" (IV, 276). If at that 
time a moral world without a God impressed Heine as monstrous 
and unpoetical, how much more must this have been the case now, 
when he identified himself with the spiritual beauty of Judaism which 
turned about the adoration of the Creator. The God of his fore- 
fathers satisfied his poet's craving for the tangible and the concrete. 
And true to his Narcissus-self in all things he retouched the portrait 
of the God of his fathers in conformity with his own image, making 
of him, as it were, a divine Narcissus. 

• To appreciate the signiflcance of this image one nmst bear in mind that Heine's 
imagination automatically concentrated the quintessence of a situation into a dramatic 
gestvire. Helene Herrmann has pointed out the prevalence of "Die Geste des Unter- 
gangs" in the Romamero. I quote a few striking examples of the dramatic gesture from 
other contexts : 

"Es ist, als ob Bahel wusste, welche posthume Sendung ihr beschleden war. Sie 
glaubte freilich es wlirde besser werden und wartete; doch als des Wartens kein Ende 
nahm, schtittelte sie ungeduldig den Kopf, sah Vamhagen an, und starb schnell — um 
desto schneller auferstehn zu konnen" (I, 497). 

Speaking of his failure to defend himself in 1848 against the insinuation that he had 
been bought by the French government: "Wer einen schonen Mantel beseiss, verhllllte 
darin sein Antlitz" (VI, 374). 

On the abdication of Louis Philippe: "Als es gait, auf das Volk schiessen zu lassen. 
tiberschlich ihn die alte philanthropische Welchherzigkeit, vmd er warl die Krone von 
sich, ergrifl selnen Hut vmd nahm seiuen alten Eegenschlrm und seine Prau imter den 
Arm, imd emplahl sich" (VI, 539). 
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The intimate interpenetration of religious emotion and Narcissus- 
love in Heine's inner world found its most beautiful expression in the 
Jehuda ben Halevy of the Hebrew Melodies. The hero of the poem is 
ostensibly a pious Jewish poet of medieval Spain, but in reality the 
portrait of Jehuda bears Heine's own idealized features. Such 
lines as 

Ich erkannt' ihn an der bleichen 

Und gedankenstolzen Stirne, 

An der Augen susser Starrheit — 

Sahn mich an so schmerzlich forschend — 

Doch zumeist erkannt' ich ihn 

An dem ratselhaften Lacheln 

Jener schon gereimten Lippen, 

Die man nur bei Dichtern findet [I, 438], 

show Heine contemplating his own countenance transfigured with 
spiritual beauty. And in the following lines the sudden transition 
from the third person to the first removes even the thin veil of 
fiction : 

Rein und wahrhaft, sender Makel 

War sein Lied, wie seine Seele — 

Als der Schopfer sie erschaflfen, 

Diese Seele, selbstzufrieden 

Kiisste er die schone Seele, 
Und des Kusses holder Nachklang 
Bebt in jedem Lied des Dichters, 
Das geweiht durch diese Gnade. 

Wie im Leben, so im Dichten 
1st das hochste Gut die Gnade — 
Wer sie hat, der kann nicht siind'gen 
Nicht in Versen, noch in Prosa. 

Solchen Dichter von der Gnade 
Gottes nennen wir Genie; 
Unverantwortlicher Konig 
Des Gedankenreiches ist er. 

Nur dem Gotte steht er Rede, 
Nicht dem Volke — In der Kunst, 
Wie im Leben kann das Volk 
Toten uns, doch niemals richten [I, 443]. 
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Has ever poet conceived a more far-reaching apotheosis of his 
soul and of his art! 

And when Heine extols the song of Jehuda as costlier than 
priceless pearls, to what songs but his own does he pay this tribute! 

Doch die Perlen hier im Kastchen 
Sind entquoUen einer schonen 
Menschenseele, die noch tiefer, 
Abgrundtiefer als das Weltmeer — 

Denn es sind die Thranenperlen 
Des Jehuda ben Halevy, 
Die er ob dem Untergang 
Von Jerusalem geweinet — 

Perlenthranen, die verbunden 
Durch des Reimes goldnen Faden, 
Aus der Dichtkunst guldnen Schmiede 
Als ein Lied hervorgegangen [I, 454]. 

Perhaps here the destruction of Jerusalem is even felt as a symbol 
of the destruction of the splendid temple of his body. But Heine's 
Narcissus-love reaches its climax in the delicious picture of the 
martyred poet's reception into heaven : 

Droben, heisst es, harrte seiner 
Ein Empfang, der schmeichelhaft 
Ganz besonders fiir den Dichter, 
Eine himmlische Surprise. 

Festlich kam das Chor der Engel 
Ihm entgegen mit Musik, 
Und als Hymne grlissten ihn 
Seine eignen Verse, jenes. 

Synagogen-Hochzeitskarmen, 
Jene Sabbath-Hymenaen, 
Mit den jauchzend wohlbekannten 
Melodien — welche Tone! 

Englein bliesen auf Hoboen, 
Englein spielten Violine, 
Andre strichen auch die Bratsche 
Oder schlugen Pauk' und Zimbel. 
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Und das sang und klang so lieblich, 
Und so lieblich in den weiten 
Himmelshallen widerhallt es; 
Lecho Daudi Likras Kalle [I, 456]. 

What a priceless comfort the presence of such a thoughtful 
father in heaven must have been to the dying poet! What a precious 
part of his soul unfolded itself at the price of those years of agony! 

The Narcissus-complex of Heine's personality has revealed itself 
as the force that brought the poet back to God. What seemed at 
first a perplexing puzzle, devoid of inner logic, at best an irrational 
caprice, has taken on the aspect of a gradual psychological develop- 
ment. It has become apparent that Heine's return to God did not 
involve the disintegration of his inmost self. His real self triumphed 
over all adversities and maintained itself to the last. 

Pathologists tell us that all inversions of the sex impulse, psychic 
as well as physical, have their roots in the life of the child. They 
involve a stoppage of the normal development and a fixation of the 
character of childhood.^ Thus Heine's Narcissus-character reveals 
him as a perpetual child. He was a great child in his attitude 
toward the serious issues of Hfe, despite his wonderful art. In his 
childlikeness lies the secret of his greatness as well as that of his 
limitations. His child's quickness of perception, his child's keen- 
ness of intuition, and his childlike frankness made him at the same 
time the most colorful and the most subtly introspective of Romantic 
poets. But his childlike instinct for play rendered him unfit for 
the task of solving any of the serious social or religious problems of 
civilization. 

Hermann J. Weigand 

Univebsitt of Pennsylvania 



' Recent psychology has tended to see in conversion a reversion to the mental life 
of the child (cf. A. Adler, The Neurotic Constitution, {London, 1919]). At first sight 
this view would seem not to apply in the case of Heine's gravitation toward religion, 
since the environment of his childhood did not favor the cultivation of any deep religi- 
osity — Jewish, Catholic, and free-thinking influences pouring in upon him in quick suc- 
cession, strictly speaking, therefore, the religious lite of his childhood can not be said 
to have re-emerged. Nevertheless, it it is true that Heine's Narcissus-love prompted 
his retiun to God, it follows that here also it was a childhood complex which conditioned 
the transformation. 
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